The data used for this study are publicly available in the World Bank data repository at the following URL: <https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/ghana-quality-preschool-impact-evaluation-2017>.

Introduction {#sec001}
============

Household food security, defined as stable access to sufficient and nutritious food, is critical in the early years to meet a child's developmental needs \[[@pone.0230965.ref001]--[@pone.0230965.ref003]\]. The preschool years are a period of rapid growth in cognitive, social, and emotional skills, and a sensitive period for the promotion or inhibition of children's developmental potential \[[@pone.0230965.ref004]\]. Food insecurity and malnutrition during early childhood can have detrimental long-term and intergenerational effects on health, education, and income \[[@pone.0230965.ref005]\], leading to considerable losses for both individuals and societies \[[@pone.0230965.ref006]\].

Compared to other regions, Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has the largest number of young children experiencing malnutrition and poverty \[[@pone.0230965.ref007]\]. The region is also characterized by the greatest number and proportion of three- and four-year-olds (29.4 million, equivalent to 44%) failing to meet key cognitive and psycho-social health milestones \[[@pone.0230965.ref008]\]. Yet research on household food insecurity and child development has been extremely limited in SSA, and more generally in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), partly due to a lack of suitable data. Existing studies from LMICs have mostly focused on the linkages between food insecurity and child nutrition and health \[[@pone.0230965.ref009]--[@pone.0230965.ref014]\], neglecting other critical aspects of early childhood development such as early cognitive, behavioural, and social-emotional skills, which are instrumental to children's transition to school and future learning outcomes \[[@pone.0230965.ref004]\]. Understanding if food insecurity is associated with child development during preschool and the first years of primary school may have important implications for how early childhood educational services are structured (e.g., providing school feeding or other nutritional services alongside educational inputs).

To date, most existing research on food insecurity and child development has relied on samples from North America \[[@pone.0230965.ref015]--[@pone.0230965.ref019]\]. Surprisingly little is known about how exposure to food insecurity during early school years may affect children's cognitive and psycho-social development in LMICs, where food insecurity and malnutrition are greater than in advanced economies, and where social protection, nutritional, and early childhood services are more limited. Further, most evidence to date relies on cross-sectional data, and longitudinal studies are rare. This limits the interpretation of associations due to potential biases stemming from observable and unobservable confounders, selection, or reverse causality (see, for exceptions: \[[@pone.0230965.ref016],[@pone.0230965.ref017],[@pone.0230965.ref019]\]).

In this paper, we contribute to filling this evidence gap by using a unique dataset tracking a sample of over 1300 Ghanaian children over three years to investigate longitudinal associations between household food insecurity trajectories and multiple domains of early childhood development in lower primary school.

Food insecurity and early childhood development: Evidence and theoretical pathways {#sec002}
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The majority of research on food insecurity and child development has been conducted in the United States, though only few studies focused on pre-schoolers. These studies have identified positive links between household food insecurity and behavioural problems \[[@pone.0230965.ref017],[@pone.0230965.ref020],[@pone.0230965.ref021]\], and that food insecurity predicted lower academic outcomes and psycho-social health \[[@pone.0230965.ref016]\]. There is no evidence in SSA that focuses on cognitive and psycho-social domains among preschoolers. The only quantitative studies that assessed similar issues in SSA examined the relation between household food insecurity and educational outcomes among Ethiopian adolescents. Belachew and co-authors \[[@pone.0230965.ref022]\] found that household food insecurity predicted lower educational attainment, while Tamiru and colleagues \[[@pone.0230965.ref023]\] showed household food insecurity was associated with greater rates of school absenteeism. With regards to other LMICs, Aurino, Fledderjohann and Vellakkal \[[@pone.0230965.ref024]\] found that in India, food insecurity at age five had large associations with impaired learning outcomes at age 12. In China, Hannum, Liu, and Frongillo \[[@pone.0230965.ref025]\] showed that food insecurity was associated with poorer educational outcomes of rural children. In Venezuela, household food insecurity was associated with increased school absenteeism and poor nutrition among school-aged children \[[@pone.0230965.ref026]\], and it predicted lower levels of happiness and more feelings of shame among children \[[@pone.0230965.ref027]\]. Neither of the reviewed studies in the context of LMICs examined the relation between household food insecurity and child development among preschoolers or in early primary school, which is a key gap due to the developmental importance of the early childhood period. Also, most evidence has focused on educational outcomes, neglecting other important domains such as self-regulation and social-emotional development.

Four primary theoretical pathways may explain the relation between food insecurity and early child development: (i) poor nutrition and health; (ii) lower household investments in early childhood education (ECE) inputs; (iii) poor-quality child-caregiver interactions; and (iv) increased child stress and anxiety. First, due to financial constraints in accessing food, children in food insecure households are more likely to have poor-quality diets and impaired nutritional outcomes \[[@pone.0230965.ref009],[@pone.0230965.ref012],[@pone.0230965.ref014],[@pone.0230965.ref028]\]. In turn, micronutrient deficiencies and stunting in early childhood decreases cognitive skills and psycho-social health \[[@pone.0230965.ref029]\]. Second, given financial constraints, households experiencing food insecurity tend to invest less resources in ECE inputs such as quality education, books or intellectually-stimulating toys, in order to prioritize purchases of food and other basic needs \[[@pone.0230965.ref015]\]. Third, food insecure caregivers are more likely to experience increased levels of stress and anxiety \[[@pone.0230965.ref021]\], or may have less time to interact with children in order to provide the 'nurturing care environment' that is critical for early child development \[[@pone.0230965.ref030]\]. Although most of the literature linking food insecurity to caregivers' mental health and related child development outcomes is set in the U.S. \[[@pone.0230965.ref021],[@pone.0230965.ref031]\], recent studies have documented that food insecurity increases mental health problems among adults, particularly females, in both Ghana \[[@pone.0230965.ref032]\] and Zambia \[[@pone.0230965.ref033]\]. Finally, children experiencing food insecurity may be more likely to display signs of stress and anxiety, or to be fatigued and lethargic, which in turn may decrease the quality of their interactions with parents, siblings, teachers, and peers in educational settings \[[@pone.0230965.ref015],[@pone.0230965.ref016],[@pone.0230965.ref018]\]. Given these pathways, food insecurity during the preschool years may influence the cognitive and psycho-social skills normally acquired before entry to primary school, which support future educational success and broader well-being \[[@pone.0230965.ref015],[@pone.0230965.ref034]\].

Importantly, there may be heterogeneity in the associations between food insecurity and child development based on the persistence of household food insecurity. For instance, transitory spells of food insecurity may not affect the pathways mentioned above as strongly, while persistent occurrences of household food insecurity may have more pronounced effects on skill development through potentially more marked impairments in terms of nutritional status, ECE inputs, caregivers' or child stress. The relation between degree of persistency of food insecurity and child development may also vary by the specific skill considered. For instance, there is some evidence that for some domain-specific skills such as numeracy, for which each competence directly builds on the previous, even transitory spells of household food insecurity at home can be detrimental \[[@pone.0230965.ref024]\], whereas domain-general skills such as social-emotional development may be less affected by intermittent food insecurity spells.

Finally, boys and girls may respond differently to the physical and mental stress induced by household food insecurity. Biological variation between boys and girls in terms of resilience to food insecurity in early childhood has been documented, pointing to boys' greater vulnerability to undernutrition in situations of food scarcity \[[@pone.0230965.ref035]--[@pone.0230965.ref037]\]. In the United States, \[[@pone.0230965.ref038]\] reported that pre-school girls gained more weight than boys during transitions into food insecurity. Similarly, there are documented gender differences in responses to stress during middle-childhood and adolescence, showing that girls seek more social support and boys use more avoidant coping strategies \[[@pone.0230965.ref039]\], but this has been studied much less in early childhood. Furthermore, in Ethiopia, Hadley and colleagues \[[@pone.0230965.ref040]\] found that when households experienced greater food stress, adolescent girls were more likely than boys to report food insecurity, suggesting that households prioritize feeding boys.

The Ghanaian context {#sec003}
--------------------

Ghana is a lower-middle-income country in West Africa. Although the country has recently experienced rapid economic growth, nearly 25% of the population lives below the poverty line \[[@pone.0230965.ref041]\]. As many as 1.2 million Ghanaians are classified as food insecure and an additional two million people are considered as extremely vulnerable to food insecurity \[[@pone.0230965.ref042]\]. Furthermore, one-quarter of children under-five are chronically malnourished \[[@pone.0230965.ref043]\]. With regards to child development, recent estimates show that one-third of three- and four-year-olds in Ghana do not meet basic developmental milestones, including following directions, working independently, avoiding distraction, getting along with others, and avoiding aggression \[[@pone.0230965.ref008]\]. In addition, levels of at-home stimulation provided to Ghanaian children are low, with only 33.1 percent of children having been read to in the previous three days (versus an average of 54.1 percent in all LMICs \[[@pone.0230965.ref044]\]. Yet, little research has examined how indicators of socioeconomic status and food insecurity are associated with these outcomes.

Notably, there is great variation in food insecurity and poverty across the regions across Ghana. The Greater Accra Region, in which this study takes place, is the most developed and fastest-growing region of the country, has the smallest proportion of socioeconomically disadvantaged and food insecure citizens of all the regions \[[@pone.0230965.ref042]\], and it is characterized by considerable ethnic diversity given rapid internal migration \[[@pone.0230965.ref045]\]. Nonetheless, this study takes place in the most disadvantaged districts in the region. According to the 2014 UNICEF District League Table (a social accountability index that ranks regions and districts based on development and delivery of key basic services, including education, health, sanitation, and governance), the average ranking on "disadvantage" for the study districts ranged from 93--187 (average of 139) out of 216 districts in the country \[[@pone.0230965.ref046]\].

Gender is also an important characteristic related to children's schooling outcomes and parental educational investments in Ghana, as girls have historically experienced lower educational attainment than boys \[[@pone.0230965.ref047]\]. In terms of nutrition, by contrast, a recent study in Ghana documented that under-five boys tend to have lower nutritional outcomes than girls \[[@pone.0230965.ref043]\].

Materials and methods {#sec004}
=====================

Data and sampling {#sec005}
-----------------

Data for this study come from the Quality Preschool for Ghana project, an impact evaluation of a teacher in-service training and parental-awareness program in six districts in the Greater Accra Region \[[@pone.0230965.ref048]\]. The data used for this study were collected at three time points: September 2015 ("wave 1"), May 2017 ("wave 2"), and May 2018 ("wave 3"). Prior to wave 1 data collection, schools (*N* = 240) were randomly assigned to one of three treatment arms: (a) teacher training, (b) teacher training plus parental-awareness meetings, and (c) control. This paper does not examine program impacts, which have been presented elsewhere \[[@pone.0230965.ref048]--[@pone.0230965.ref050]\].

All schools in the six districts were identified using the Ghana Education Service Educational Management Information System, which listed all registered and eligible schools in the country. Schools were randomly sampled, stratified by district and within districts by public and private schools. Because there were fewer than 120 public schools across the six districts, every public school (N = 108) was sampled. Private schools (490 total) were sampled within districts in proportion to the total number of private schools in each district relative to total for all districts (N = 132). Children were interviewed at school, while children's primary caregivers were contacted via telephone to participate in a survey in which data on parental characteristics were collected. Passive and active consent was obtained from both caregivers and children.

The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Innovations for Poverty Action, University of Pennsylvania, and New York University. All research has been conducted according to the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants were surveyed only after seeking informed consent (from caregivers, teachers and head teachers) or assent (for children). Passive consent was received for all children within sample schools via a short form sent home to caregivers. A total of 10 caregivers refused their children's participation. Children were then sampled from the remaining children in the school, and assent was received from all children for participation in each assessment. Children were surveyed at the school premises after also seeking consent of the school head teacher and the class teacher. Special training on child ethics was provided to enumerators conducting assessments with children. All research has been undertaken in accordance to local laws and regulations and received local approval from the national and district-level Ministry of Education in Ghana.

Sample attrition {#sec006}
----------------

Our initial analytic sample is comprised of 2,208 children for which we have caregiver and child data at wave 1. Considerable effort was made to track all children and caregivers at each wave; 60.4% (*N* = 1,333) of the initial sample had data at all three time points, which constitutes our final sample. The remaining 24.6% (*N* = 544) and 15% (*N* = 331) had data at two and one waves, respectively. Incomplete child- and caregiver-level data were largely due to children moving within or outside the selected districts, or to areas in which they could not be located due to unreachable caregiver phone numbers. Incomplete information on the children and/or caregivers was another driver of attrition. There were no statistically significant differences in baseline literacy, numeracy, social-emotional, executive function, or approaches to learning skills, or in child sex, grade level, or district location between children that had data at all points and those with missing data at some wave. Children with all three waves of data were slightly younger than those with missing data in at least one wave (5.6 vs. 5.9 years, *F* = 28.9, *p* \< .001), suggesting they were more likely to be enrolled in school on-age, and more likely to be enrolled in a private school (59.2 vs. 51.1%, χ^2^ = 13.97, *p* \< .001) (results available in Online Supplementary [S1 Materials](#pone.0230965.s001){ref-type="supplementary-material"}).

Measures {#sec007}
--------

### Study outcomes {#sec008}

In all survey waves, children were assessed at school by trained, multi-lingual data collectors using the language(s) with which each child was most comfortable (Twi/Fanti only: 39.0%; Ewe only: 1.3%; Ga only: 5.0%; English only: 37.9%; and mixed English and local language: 16.9%). Data collectors had prior experience working with children and completed a seven-day training by a certified Master Trainer. Their inter-rater reliability was calculated during field-based practice sessions, resulting in an average kappa value of 0.86 across developmental domains (*range* = 0.67--0.97).

*Literacy* skills were assessed through five domains of skills which were based primarily on the Early Grade Reading Assessment \[[@pone.0230965.ref051],[@pone.0230965.ref052]\]. These included expressive vocabulary, listening comprehension (in both English and the child's mother tongue), letter-sound identification, and non-word decoding. A measure of phonological awareness from the International Development and Early Learning Assessment (IDELA) was also included \[[@pone.0230965.ref053]\]. *Numeracy* skills were assessed through five domains using the Early Grade Math Assessment \[[@pone.0230965.ref054]\]. These included number identification, quantity discrimination, addition, subtraction, word problems, and missing number pattern identification. A score based on the percent correct for each domain was computed (*α* = 0.76 and 0.87, respectively). *Short-term memory*, a common measure of cognition, was measured using the forward digit span, where children were presented seven iterations of a string of numbers (two to six digits) and asked to repeat them back; children received a score of 0--7 based on the number of items answered correctly (*α* = 0.66). We also examined two non-academic skills. *Social-emotional development* was assessed using five subtasks from the IDELA \[[@pone.0230965.ref053]\] measured with 14 items grouped into self-awareness, emotion identification, perspective taking and empathy, friendship, and conflict and problem solving. A score based on the percent correct for each domain was computed (*α* = 0.67). Finally, *self-regulation* was measured using an adapted version of the Preschool Self-Regulation Assessment--Assessor Report (PSRA-AS) \[[@pone.0230965.ref055]\]. PSRA-AR was designed to assess self-regulation of emotions, attention, and behaviour of children. The instrument was shortened and adapted for the Zambian context \[[@pone.0230965.ref056]\] and used in other LMIC samples. This version consisted of 13 items focused on the child's attention and behaviour. Sample items include "pays attention during instructions and demonstrations", "remains in seat appropriately during test", "modulates and regulates arousal level in self," and "child shows intense angry/irritable feelings and/or behaviours." Items were scored on a 1--4 scale and coded such that higher scores indicated better self-regulation (*α* = 0.88).

For the analysis, outcomes were standardized with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one. The assessments used for literacy and numeracy were different at wave 3 due to the use of age-specific protocols, while self-regulation was not assessed at wave 1. As we include wave-1 outcomes as controls (with the exception of self-regulation, for which we use an assessment of "approaches to learning"), please refer to Online Supplementary [S2 Materials](#pone.0230965.s002){ref-type="supplementary-material"} for details on wave 1 outcomes measurement.

### Household food {#sec009}

insecurity trajectories. Food insecurity is a complex and multifaceted concept including multiple dimensions (food availability, access, utilisation, and stability) \[[@pone.0230965.ref057]\]. In this paper, we focus on the dimension of food access, which captures the extent to which households face challenges in acquiring an adequate and stable supply of food that satisfies their needs for a healthy and active life over the three rounds of data. We employed the Household Hunger Scale (HHS), administered at each survey round to the child's caregiver. The HHS is a validated tool to assess acute household food insecurity \[[@pone.0230965.ref058]\]. The scale includes the following three items: (a) "In the past \[4 weeks/30 days\], was there ever no food to eat of any kind in your house because of lack of resources to get food?"; (b) "In the past \[4 weeks/30 days\], did you or any household member go to sleep at night hungry because there was not enough food?"; and (c) "In the past \[4 weeks/30 days\], did you or any household member go a whole day and night without eating anything at all because there was not enough food?". For each item, if households indicated yes, the frequency of occurrence in the past four weeks of the specific condition was also asked (1 = rarely (1--2 times), 2 = sometimes (3--10 times), and 3 = often (more than 10 times)). Following the protocol for the recoding of the HHS data \[[@pone.0230965.ref058]\], we generated a score ranging between 0 and 6 for each household. Based on this score, a household was categorised with no or little hunger if the HHS score is 0--1; with moderate hunger for HHS scores is 2--3; and with severe hunger for HHS scores equal to 4--6. In turn, for each wave, we categorised households as food insecure if they were moderately or severely hungry based on the HHS score.

Finally, we generated the variables used in our analysis, which captured the occurrence and persistence of food insecurity across the three survey waves. We measured any occurrence of food insecurity by categorising households as "ever food insecure" if they were food insecure at any wave. Then, we generated a categorical measure related to the persistency of food insecurity: (i) "Never food insecure" (no food insecurity spell at any time point); (ii) "Transitory food insecurity" (only one food insecurity spell); and (iii) "Persistent food insecurity" (two or three food insecurity spells).

Covariates. Adjusted models included the following covariates: child gender and age in years; caregiver's gender, age and education level; treatment arm; household size; language of test administration at baseline, and household size. Children's demographic characteristics were reported by the primary caregiver, and/or taken from school records. The language of test comprised: English, Twi/Fanti; other (including Ewe, Ga, Hausa) and a mix of any of those languages. Caregiver´s educational qualifications were measured as a categorical variable on the scale 0 to 5 \[0 = none, 5 = tertiary\]. Treatments related to the randomised assignment to any of the treatment arms of the impact evaluation. In additional models we controlled for school type, household assets and school quality. The asset index was generated as the first component of a principal component analysis of caregivers' responses to the 2015 Ghana Poverty scorecard \[[@pone.0230965.ref059]\] and provides a proxy for household poverty. A score of wave 1 school quality was constructed using the Teacher Instructional Practices and Processes System (TIPPS) \[[@pone.0230965.ref060]\], an observational measure of teacher-child interactions in low-resourced settings. We averaged sub-domain scores on teachers': (1) facilitation of deeper learning practices, (2) support for student expression, and (3) emotional climate and behaviour management practices (see Wolf et al. \[[@pone.0230965.ref060]\] for details). Both the asset index and the school quality scores were standardized (*M* = 0, *SD* = 1).

Statistical analysis {#sec010}
--------------------

Multivariate analyses were conducted to estimate the associations between household food insecurity status and trajectories and each of the five outcomes at wave 3 using one main model, as laid out in [Eq 1](#pone.0230965.e001){ref-type="disp-formula"}: $$\mathbf{y}_{\mathbf{i},3} = \mathbf{\beta}_{0} + \mathbf{\beta}_{1}{\mathbf{F}\mathbf{I}}_{\mathbf{i},\mathbf{t}} + \mathbf{\beta}_{2}\mathbf{y}_{\mathbf{i},1} + \mathbf{\beta}_{3}\mathbf{X}_{\mathbf{i},1} + \mathbf{\varepsilon}_{\mathbf{i},3}$$

Whereby *y*~*i*,3~ corresponded to child *i*'s scores at wave 3; *FI~i,t~* is a categorical variable related to the child's household food insecurity status (ever food insecure) or food insecurity trajectory (every, transitory, or persistent) between waves 1 and 3, as described in Section 2.2.1. *y*~*i*,1~ is the wave-1 value of each outcome for child *i*, while *ε*~*i*,3~ relates to random error. We also included a vector of child, caregiver, and household controls *X*~*i*,1~. The choice of covariates was informed by their extensive theoretical and empirical linkage to food insecurity and child development outcomes \[[@pone.0230965.ref015],[@pone.0230965.ref016],[@pone.0230965.ref024],[@pone.0230965.ref061]\]. All standard errors were clustered at the wave 1 school-level. Analyses were run using Stata 15.1.

Results {#sec011}
=======

Descriptive statistics {#sec012}
----------------------

[Table 1](#pone.0230965.t001){ref-type="table"} reports sample descriptive statistics on child outcomes. About 84% (n = 1116) of children were never food insecure at home, while 13% (n = 173) and 3% (n = 44) of children experienced either transitory spells or persistent household food insecurity, respectively. Children that experienced spells of household food insecurity had, on average, lower literacy (*p* \< 0.001), numeracy (*p* \< 0.05), short-term memory (*p* \< .01) and self-regulation (*p* \< 0.05) scores.

10.1371/journal.pone.0230965.t001

###### Descriptive statistics of unstandardised child outcomes, full sample and by persistence of household food insecurity.

![](pone.0230965.t001){#pone.0230965.t001g}

                      Full sample (N = 1,333)   No food insecurity (N = 1116)   Transitory food insecure (N = 173)   Persistently food insecure (N = 44)   p-value                        
  ------------------- ------------------------- ------------------------------- ------------------------------------ ------------------------------------- --------- ------ ------ ------ -------
  Literacy            0.53                      0.17                            0.55                                 0.17                                  0.51      0.17   0.46   0.21   0.000
  Numeracy            0.47                      0.17                            0.48                                 0.17                                  0.45      0.17   0.43   0.18   0.008
  Social-emotional    0.66                      0.15                            0.66                                 0.15                                  0.66      0.15   0.66   0.19   0.988
  Short-term memory   3.50                      0.68                            3.95                                 1.5                                   3.66      1.35   3.43   1.30   0.005
  Self-regulation     3.12                      0.24                            3.14                                 0.22                                  3.09      0.27   3.12   0.30   0.048

this table presents descriptive statistics of raw outcomes for the full sample and by household food security trajectories. The p-value provides the statistical significance of F-tests of differences in means across groups.

Supplementary [S3 Materials](#pone.0230965.s003){ref-type="supplementary-material"} shows descriptive statistics of covariates. Approximately half of children were male, and the average age at the latest survey wave was 7.7 years (*SD* = 1.3). Also, children that experienced food insecurity were slightly older, perhaps reflecting higher school entry age among food insecure families, had slightly younger caregivers, and were less likely to attend a private school. The language of assessment also varied by food insecurity status, probably reflecting private school enrolment and other variables related to ethnicity and socio-economic status. There was a gradient in caregiver's education and ownership of assets, with children from always food secure households being most advantaged. School quality only varied slightly across groups, with, perhaps surprisingly, children from persistently food insecure household attending slightly better-quality schools.

Multivariate results {#sec013}
--------------------

We first ran the adjusted value-added model for each outcome examining outcomes different for children that ever food insecure compared to those that were never food insecure. These models included a set of covariates (child gender and age in years; caregiver's gender, age and education level; treatment arm; household size; language of test administration), as well as baseline values of each outcome. Results are reported in [Table 2](#pone.0230965.t002){ref-type="table"}. Compared to children in households that were never food insecure, being in a household that was ever food insecure was associated with a decrease of 0.11 (p\<0.1), 0.15 (p\<0.05), and 0.23 (p\<0.01) standard deviations in literacy, numeracy, and short-term memory scores, respectively.

10.1371/journal.pone.0230965.t002

###### Adjusted value-added results for occurrence of household food insecurity.

![](pone.0230965.t002){#pone.0230965.t002g}

                                   Literacy                                      Numeracy                                        Short-term memory                                 Social-emotional   Self-regulation
  -------------------------------- --------------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------- ------------------ -----------------
  Reference: Never food insecure                                                                                                                                                                      
  Any food insecurity              -0.114[\*](#t002fn003){ref-type="table-fn"}   -0.153[\*\*](#t002fn002){ref-type="table-fn"}   -0.231[\*\*\*](#t002fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.038              -0.121
                                   (-0.223, 0.020)                               (-0.224, -0.028)                                (-0.279, -0.015)                                  (-0.147, 0.112)    (-0.237, 0.032)
  Observations                     1,261                                         1,261                                           1,261                                             1,261              1,232
  R-squared                        0.343                                         0.413                                           0.098                                             0.052              0.048

\*\*\* p\<0.01

\*\* p\<0.05

\* p\<0.1. Robust confidence intervals in parentheses based on standard errors clustered at baseline school-level. Estimates control for wave 1 scores of each outcome, with the exception of self-regulation, for which we control for wave 1 approaches to learning; child gender and age in years; caregiver's gender, age and education level; treatment arm; household size; language of test administration.

[Table 3](#pone.0230965.t003){ref-type="table"} presents adjusted value-added estimates examining household food insecurity trajectories. Transitory food insecurity was more consequential for child development than persistent food insecurity for most outcomes. Persistent food insecurity at home predicted a decrease of 0.24 standard deviations in literacy scores (*p*\<0.1) only, while transitory food insecurity, on the other hand, was associated with a decrease in 0.18 (*p* \< .05) in numeracy, 0.24 in short-term memory (*p* \< .01), and 0.15 in self-regulation (*p* \< .10).

10.1371/journal.pone.0230965.t003

###### Adjusted value-added model results for household food insecurity trajectories.

![](pone.0230965.t003){#pone.0230965.t003g}

                                   Literacy                                      Numeracy                                        Short-term memory                                 Social-emotional   Self-regulation
  -------------------------------- --------------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------- ------------------ ---------------------------------------------
  Reference: Never food insecure                                                                                                                                                                      
  Transitory food insecurity       -0.081                                        -0.176[\*\*](#t003fn002){ref-type="table-fn"}   -0.237[\*\*\*](#t003fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.021              -0.154[\*](#t003fn003){ref-type="table-fn"}
                                   (-0.219, 0.057)                               (-0.317, -0.035)                                (-0.382, -0.092)                                  (-0.139, 0.181)    (-0.326, 0.017)
  Persistent food insecurity       -0.243[\*](#t003fn003){ref-type="table-fn"}   -0.065                                          -0.208                                            0.102              0.011
                                   (-0.496, 0.009)                               (-0.251, 0.121)                                 (-0.491, 0.075)                                   (-0.256, 0.460)    (-0.320, 0.342)
  Observations                     1,261                                         1,261                                           1,261                                             1,261              1,232
  R-squared                        0.344                                         0.413                                           0.098                                             0.052              0.049

\*\*\* p\<0.01

\*\* p\<0.05

\* p\<0.1. Robust confidence intervals in parentheses based on standard errors clustered at baseline school-level. Estimates also control for: wave 1 values of the specific outcomes, with the exception of behavioural regulation, for which we control for wave 1 approaches to learning; child gender and age in years; caregiver's gender, age and education level; treatment arm; household size; language of test administration.

We then explored heterogeneity by child gender in the relation between household food insecurity status and early childhood cognitive and psycho-social achievements, consistent with our conceptual framework. We tested differences between girls and boys by interacting the variable capturing any occurrence of household food insecurity with child gender. [Fig 1](#pone.0230965.g001){ref-type="fig"} presents the predicted values for boys and girls for each outcome (full results are presented in Online Supplementary Materials 4, Panel A). Although in most cases girls had higher scores by any food security category, we did not find any statistically significant differences by gender in the relation between being ever food insecure at home and child outcomes. The same applies to the model with the interaction between household food insecurity trajectories and child gender (Online Supplementary Materials 4, Panel B).

![Predicted values of early childhood development by occurrence of household food insecurity and child gender.\
This figure presents predicted values of the interaction of any household food insecurity and child gender, after controlling for wave 1 scores of each outcome, with the exception of self-regulation, for which we control for wave 1 approaches to learning and the basic set of covariates.](pone.0230965.g001){#pone.0230965.g001}

Robustness analyses {#sec014}
-------------------

We added measures of household assets, school quality and a dichotomous variable indicating whether the child attended a private school to the model in which we assess the relation between household food insecurity trajectories and child outcomes. As all of these factors may be related to both household food insecurity and child outcomes, as discussed in Section 2, their addition to the main model should control for additional sources of variation in the test scores and unobserved sources of individual child and household heterogeneity. These variables were included gradually in order to investigate whether, alone or in combination, they could explain household food insecurity gaps in child development. Therefore, the coefficients for food security trajectories should diminish or disappear altogether. We focus on the variable capturing household food security trajectory as it was more informative than the one related to any occurrence in showing the associations between food insecurity and early childhood outcomes. The full results are presented in Online Supplementary [S5 Materials](#pone.0230965.s005){ref-type="supplementary-material"}. Panel A shows results with the inclusion of the proxy for household economic conditions, as measured by the asset index. We find that the inclusion of this indicator diminishes the magnitude and statistical significance of the coefficient related to transitory food insecurity for numeracy, although it remains marginally statistically significant and relatively large (p\<0.1). By contrast, the coefficient related to short-term memory stayed broadly unchanged. Controlling for school quality (Panel B) leads to an increase in the coefficients associated with persistent food insecurity in the case of both literacy and memory, which now accounts to about a third of a standard deviation of the respective scores. With regards to transitory food insecurity, the estimates for numeracy and short-term memory remained broadly similar to the main model. The inclusion of an indicator related to whether the child was attending a private school lead to results that were broadly similar to the main model (Panel C). Finally, we included all three additional variables in one fully-saturated model (Panel D). Compared to the model presented in [Table 3](#pone.0230965.t003){ref-type="table"}, the coefficient for literacy in the case of persistent food insecurity remained unchanged, while the one for short-term memory increased slightly and became statistically significant at 10% level. In the case of transitory spells of household food insecurity, the coefficients for numeracy and self-regulation decreased markedly and ceased to be significant compared to the main model. For short-term memory, there was a decrease in magnitude but the associated coefficient remained significant (p\<0.05).

Discussion {#sec015}
==========

We examined how the occurrence and persistence of household food insecurity over three years of pre-primary and early primary school were associated with children's outcomes in early primary school in Ghana. Using value-added models and controlling for child and household covariates, we considered associations with academic (literacy and numeracy), cognitive (short-term memory) and psycho-social health (social-emotional skills and self-regulation), and whether these associations differed for boys and girls. Finally, we assessed the robustness of these associations to the inclusion of household assets and school characteristics, which, following the literature, could moderate the relation between child outcomes and food security \[[@pone.0230965.ref024],[@pone.0230965.ref062],[@pone.0230965.ref063]\]. Our results suggest that household food insecurity during the preschool and early primary years is associated with lower child development outcomes, and that the size of the coefficients related to food insecurity, when significant, is rather large.

The findings contribute to the literature in multiple ways. First, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study from SSA, and, more generally from a LMIC, investigating the longitudinal relation between trajectories of household food insecurity and multiple developmental outcomes during early childhood. Studies set in LMICs have overwhelmingly assessed the role of household food insecurity on child nutrition \[[@pone.0230965.ref012],[@pone.0230965.ref064]--[@pone.0230965.ref066]\], or have studied the longitudinal associations between measures of child nutritional status at birth or in infancy with schooling and cognitive development \[[@pone.0230965.ref064]--[@pone.0230965.ref068]\]. The few studies that have investigated the associations between household food insecurity on outcomes other than nutrition in LMICs have focused on schooling among older children in India, China, Venezuela and Ethiopia \[[@pone.0230965.ref023]--[@pone.0230965.ref026]\], and on happiness and shame in Venezuela \[[@pone.0230965.ref027]\]. Importantly, although our study took place in the Greater Accra Region of Ghana, the fastest growing and most urbanized region of the country, the districts in which the study was conducted were some of the most disadvantaged in the region. Thus, the results should be considered in light of the disadvantaged peri-urban and urban context. Rates of food insecurity and their subsequent associations with child outcomes may differ in rural regions of the country, where poverty rates are higher and food insecurity may be closely connected to agricultural cycles and seasons \[[@pone.0230965.ref041]\].

Second, we document heterogeneity by skill and degree of persistence of household food insecurity, both of which are understudied topics. We found that cognitive skills including academic and memory development were most sensitive to food insecurity. Experiencing any episode of food insecurity was associated with lower literacy, numeracy and short-term memory skills. When further examining persistence of household food insecurity, in the case of literacy, the results were driven by persistent spells of food insecurity, while for short-term memory the coefficient size did not vary much between transitory and persistent food insecurity, though it was only precisely estimated for transitory food insecurity. This result might be driven by small cell size in the case of persistent food insecurity, as only 3% of households were categorized as such. By contrast, only transitory food insecurity was associated with lower numeracy scores. Further, children who experienced transitory food insecurity had lower self-regulation outcomes. The results point to the differences in how stable versus unstable experiences of adversity can differentially affect child development \[[@pone.0230965.ref069]\].

These results align with previous evidence from LMICs: persistent food insecurity hampered vocabulary scores among older children in India, while transitory spells decreased numeracy scores \[[@pone.0230965.ref024]\]. Persistent and transitory spells of food insecurity also had detrimental associations with short-term memory, suggesting that important non-academic but cognitive domains relevant for learning and broader development may be similarly affected by food insecurity, as shown in a number of studies that assessed the effects of breakfast on child cognition \[[@pone.0230965.ref070]\]. Memory and executive functions are culturally-universal cognitive skills that enable children to control their impulses, ignore distracting stimuli, hold relevant information in the mind, and shift between competing rules or attentional demands \[[@pone.0230965.ref071]\], supporting classroom engagement and academic learning \[[@pone.0230965.ref072]\]. Such cognitive skills are susceptible to the negative impact of early adversity because the brain regions that support these skills have a prolonged developmental trajectory. The magnitude of these associations varied from approximately 0.10--0.24 standard deviations, which are quite sizable given that all models controlled for baseline scores of each domain. Thus, these results have implications for children's future learning and broader developmental outcomes.

By contrast with much of the U.S. literature, we did not find any association between household food insecurity (including whether children were ever food insecure and food insecurity trajectories) and psycho-social skills. Most studies set in the U.S. have found that food insecurity in the preschool year tends to be associated with social-emotional outcomes and not cognitive development \[[@pone.0230965.ref015],[@pone.0230965.ref017],[@pone.0230965.ref073],[@pone.0230965.ref074]\]. We speculate that differences in child-care arrangements and services, social protection, informal support networks, and stigma related to food insecurity between advanced and developing economies may play a role in explaining this discrepancy in findings, but more research from other LMICs is needed to tackle this open question.

Finally, we investigated variation in these associations between girls and boys, a meaningful subgroup given both developmental differences, as well as documented heterogeneity in how boys and girls are treated in regard to educational and nutritional investments in Ghana. We do not find evidence of gender differences in our sample. Existing literature on gender differences in the associations between food insecurity and child development provides mixed findings. For example, Aurino et al. \[[@pone.0230965.ref024]\] also found no differences in the association between food insecurity and cognitive development in India. In Ethiopia, however, among adolescents, girls were more likely to report food insecurity than boys, and that the experience of food insecurity was more strongly associated with their health and well-being \[[@pone.0230965.ref040]\]. These findings suggest that context- and age-specific factors may be at play in the relation between food insecurity and child development.

Importantly, our results are mostly robust to the inclusion of potential drivers of variation in child outcomes, which may be also related to household food security status. For instance, literature from the U.S. and Brazil has shown that after controlling for measures related to household poverty, the predictive power of household food insecurity for child nutrition disappears altogether or reduces \[[@pone.0230965.ref062],[@pone.0230965.ref063]\]. Similarly, the classroom quality and the private schooling indicators proxy parental preferences and investments for education \[[@pone.0230965.ref075]\], which, as discussed in Section 2, may vary by household food security status. Therefore, once these potential confounders of the relation between food security and child development are included, the coefficient for household food security trajectories should diminish or disappear altogether. Nevertheless, after the inclusion of these additional factors, the main findings from the unadjusted and adjusted models remained largely unchanged with a few exceptions, suggesting that food insecurity itself is directly consequential for child development, above and beyond the mechanisms tested.

The preschool years of early childhood are a critical period for life-course skill formation, whereby cognitive and psycho-social outcomes interact and dynamically build upon previous achievements \[[@pone.0230965.ref004],[@pone.0230965.ref076]\]. Thus, documenting the role of food insecurity in shaping those skills informs how to design and target policies aimed at alleviating the detrimental effects of exposure to early childhood food insecurity, particularly in countries where food insecurity is widespread. Our results highlight the need for multisectoral early childhood programs, which can also address food insecurity experienced by children at home, in order to enhance child development more fully. Ghana is already moving in this direction through its school feeding program, whereby some government schools provide free school meals for children in kindergarten and primary school. A recent study showed that the program (with no intervention at the level of pedagogy) improved schooling and cognitive development especially for the most vulnerable groups (girls, children from poorest households, and children from the Northern regions of Ghana, the country's most food insecure), suggesting that food insecurity at home played a critical role in their school attendance and overall performance \[[@pone.0230965.ref077]\]. In our sample, virtually all children in government schools reported having school lunches, as 91% of sampled government schools were part of the program. If most food insecure children self-select into public schools that serve free school meals, it is possible that accessing the program has attenuated the relation between household food insecurity and child development, and that the associations between food insecurity and child outcomes may be even larger in contexts where social protection is absent.

Strengths and limitations {#sec016}
-------------------------

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that examines longitudinal associations between food insecurity and early childhood development across multiple developmental domains in a LMIC, a remarkable knowledge gap. The results call for additional research in this area, including the pathways associated with food insecurity and child outcomes. A strength, which lends credence to our findings, is the use of value-added models where we control for a lagged value of each respective outcome in all models. Controlling for children\'s baseline scores, in addition to a range of family and child covariates, adjusts for unobserved or omitted variables associated with the lagged outcome including individual child-level heterogeneity in ability levels, as well as in unobserved parental investments and preferences on child development. We also conducted additional robustness checks to test for alternative explanations for the associations identified due to potential omitted variables. Further, our rich data allowed for the assessment of the predictive role of household food insecurity on 'school readiness', a complex and multifaceted construct encompassing both cognitive and psychosocial achievements. In addition, we used a cross-context validated measure of food insecurity measured across three years of children's lives.

Despite the strengths, the findings must be interpreted in light of the study's limitations. First, despite the methodological advantages embedded in our empirical approach, we cannot claim causality as omitted variables that affect both the occurrence of household food insecurity and child development outcomes may be still present. Also, although there are no marked differences in outcomes between children having data at all waves and those who did not, we restricted our sample to children who had available data at all the three waves. Children were missing data at various waves due to child mobility and the inability to reach all caregivers through the telephone at the first wave. We note that the inability to reach caregivers was not related to a deliberate attempt of caregivers to not participate in the survey, which could have led to some sample selection bias. Rather, this issue was mostly due to inability to obtain their numbers from school records or to those numbers not working within the survey period. Third, our sample is based in the Greater Accra Region, which is an urban and peri-urban region characterized by greater levels of development and food security, as compared to other areas in the country. Additional research is needed from nationally representative samples in order to understand the relation between food insecurity and child development across different geographical regions and urban/rural samples. Our reported estimates may have been affected by sampling issues related to the urban and peri-urban sampling frame and selection bias, as children's outcomes were measured at school and not at home, thus not capturing out-of-school children, which may be especially vulnerable to food insecurity. Furthermore, school attendance rates are relatively higher in these areas compared to rural areas, which may play an important role in influencing child outcomes. Fourth, the measure of food insecurity used in this study captures acute food insecurity. Future research employing scales that can capture the full spectrum of food insecurity manifestations---from anxiety regarding food supply, to decreasing portions and quality, to more acute situations such as skipping meals or going hungry---as well as the frequency of such manifestations, can shed light on how the intensity of the food insecurity experience is associated with child development. Further, our measure of food insecurity is substantially a proxy for household economic access to food, while additional research including other dimensions of this complex concept could provide a broader picture of the associations between food security and child development \[[@pone.0230965.ref078]\]. Our measure only focused on household food insecurity, while individual measures could provide a more accurate picture of the child's experience of food insecurity (2). Additionally, we were not able to test the role of other potential pathways in the relation between food security and child development, such as quality of child-caregiver interactions or caregiver stress. Finally, tests for child development outcomes were conducted at school, which may increase risk of sample selection bias given that the most disadvantaged children may be less likely to attend school regularly. However, enumerators went back to the school up to three times to track every child that was absent on the test day in order to minimise such risk.

Conclusions {#sec017}
===========

This study adds to a limited literature investigating household food insecurity and child development in LMICs, suggesting that food insecurity has measurable consequences for children's early development, particularly academic and cognitive skills. Our results highlight the importance of longitudinal data to understand how different trajectories of food insecurity at home affect multiple child development domains during the transition from preschool to early primary school. Building knowledge about the consequences of food insecurity for young children and their families is an important starting place for designing programs and services that help to promote the healthy development of all children, particularly in the critical early childhood stage. Specifically, our findings are relevant to the design of multisectoral early childhood strategies that incorporate social protection interventions such as cash and/or food assistance directed at both households and children into ECE strategies.
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Response: Thank you for raising these important limitations; the limitations to external validity for the reasons the reviewer raised are critical. We had added them to the limitations section on page 24 stating: "Our reported estimates may have been affected by sampling issues related to the urban and peri-urban sampling frame and selection bias, as children's outcomes were measured at school and not at home, thus not capturing out-of-school children, which may be especially vulnerable to food insecurity. Furthermore, school attendance rates are relatively higher in these areas compared to rural areas, which may play an important role in influencing child outcomes."
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2\. My primary concern is with the authors' measures of household food insecurity. Specifically, the way the authors have defined food insecurity (lines 248-259) is not consistent with the way the household hunger scale (HHS) was developed and validated for cross-cultural use. There are two primary issues. First, the HHS questions consist not just of occurrence questions but also frequency (i.e., each occurrence question is followed-up with a question asking how frequently in the past 4 weeks the household experienced the particular food insecurity condition). According to the HHS guidelines (<https://www.fantaproject.org/sites/default/files/resources/HHS-Indicator-Guide-Aug2011.pdf>), ALL questions must be asked and incorporated into the indicator of food insecurity (p. 5): "To collect HHS data, it is very important that this full set of HHS questions be used. Project staff should not pick and choose certain HHS questions for inclusion in the questionnaire, because it is the set of HHS questions---not the use of each HHS question independently---that has been validated as a meaningful measure of household food deprivation." Did the authors collect data on the frequency of occurrence questions? Then, as indicated on page 12 of the HHS guidelines, the response questions should be recoded and, based on the sum of the household score on each question, households are then categorized as having little to no hunger if their score is 0-1, moderate hunger for scores 2-3, and severe hunger for scores 4-6. The way the authors categorized food insecurity (any household that answered yes to any one of the food insecurity occurrence questions without regard to frequency) may very well have categorized households as food insecure when, according to the actual/validated HHS, they should have been categorized as food secure. If the authors did collect the frequency of occurrence questions, then they could redo their categorization by following the HHS guidelines and rerun all of their analyses. If not, I'm afraid their measures of food insecurity are not valid. In lines 495-496 the authors claim that a strength of their analysis is that they've used a "cross-context validated measure of food insecurity", but unless I am completely misunderstanding the way you constructed your food insecurity indicator, or unless there is some alternative, validated method for using the HHS questions of which I am not aware, I'm afraid you have not used a validated measure of food insecurity.

Response: We thank the reviewer for bringing this issue to our attention. We did in fact collect the frequency measures for each item but did not use them in the calculations in the original manuscript. Given this feedback, and reading the report that the reviewer sent, we have reconstructed our food insecurity measures at each wave incorporating the frequency variables as per the HHS protocol and have categorized children at each wave as little to no hunger, moderate hunger, and severe hunger, and have also re-calculated the food insecurity trajectories. Using this criterion, fewer children are categorized as food insecure (83.7% are never food insecure, 13.0% are intermittently food insecure, and 3.3% are chronically food insecure). The results do change slightly, but the main findings remain the same. All tables and text have been revised accordingly.

Also, given that there is now a smaller number of children in the Persistent Food Insecurity group, we have added an analysis that examines food insecurity status ever during the three-year period. We have revised our analysis to only included adjusted models, and now include the following tables / key analyses: (i) adjusted value-added models for "ever food insecure" (Table 2), and (ii) adjusted value-added models for food insecurity trajectories (Table 3).

3\. Lines 147-151: Presenting background information about Ghana as a whole (e.g., rates of malnutrition, food insecurity, percentage of population below the poverty line, etc.) is a bit misleading, a the Greater Accra area, which is the setting of your analyses, is quite different from the rest of Ghana, particularly compared to the North.

Response: Thank you for your comment, we very much agree and have emended this section now to include a focus on the Greater Accra Region in the Introduction and Discussion sections. Specifically:

• Pages 7-8: "Notably, there is great variation across the regions across Ghana. The Greater Accra Region, in which this study takes place, is the most developed and fastest-growing region of the country, has the smallest proportion of socioeconomically disadvantaged citizens of all the regions, and is rife with ethnic diversity given rapid internal migration occurring in the region (46). Nonetheless, this study takes place in the most disadvantaged districts in the region. According to the 2014 UNICEF District League Table (a social accountability index that ranks regions and districts based on development and delivery of key basic services, including education, health, sanitation, and governance), the average ranking on "disadvantage" for the study districts ranged from 93--187 (average of 139) out of 216 districts in the country (47)"

• Page 19: "Importantly, our study took place in the Greater Accra Region of Ghana, the fastest growing and most urbanized region of the country. Importantly, the districts were some of the most disadvantaged in the region. Thus, the results should be considered in light of the disadvantaged peri-urban and urban context. Rates of food insecurity and their subsequent associations with child outcomes may differ in rural regions of the country, where poverty rates are higher and food insecurity may be closely connected to agricultural cycles and seasons (41)."

4\. Line 101: Should this read "early childhood education (ECE) inputs" rather than early educational education (ECE) inputs?

Response: Thank you for pointing this out, we have made this correction.

5\. Lines 190-196: This information should be moved to the results section (e.g., in an Attrition subsection of the Results section). And given the relatively high rate of attrition, I would like to see all of this summarized (and tested for differences by wave) in a table. Also, please include baseline food insecurity among the factors summarized and tested.

Response: We have moved this information to a sub-section titled "Sample Attrition," and added in the results from the analysis comparing the differences in a table in the Online Supplementary Materials (S1). Unfortunately, we cannot compare baseline food insecurity because we have excluded children who are missing this data. Thus, we can only compare the two samples based on the data that is available for both groups.

6\. Line 169: Please address how the timing of the HHS questionnaires at each of the three rounds corresponded to the agricultural season/seasonal food insecurity in Ghana.

Response: This is an important point, particularly in rural regions of Ghana where food insecurity may be more directly connected to the agricultural cycles. Importantly, given that this study took place in peri-urban communities in the fastest-urbanizing region of Ghana (see our response to comment \#3 above), we do not think this concern is as relevant since families are much less likely to rely on subsistence farming for their food sources. The questionnaires were administered in October 2015, May 2017, and May 2018. We have included this point in the Discussion section on page 19.

7\. Line 285: Equation (2) is not an equation and looks odd just hanging there. For clarity, please fully write out equation 2.

Response: We have made this change.

8\. Line 378: Asset index? Please be consistent in your terminology.

Response: We have made this correction throughout and changed any reference to "wealth" or "household wealth" to "assets" or "asset index".

9\. Statistical analyses: Given the observational nature of your data, it is not clear that the unadjusted results are meaningful, as, as you mention, there are likely a number of factors that may be related to household food insecurity and child outcomes. Further, it is not clear why the household asset index, school quality, and private school control variables were not included in the "main" adjusted models, and why these three control variables were added to the model individually. Too highly correlated? To me, it seems like the most appropriate/robust estimates would be those that were generated via models that included all covariates currently included in the adjusted models plus those included in the robustness checks. Unless there is some compelling reason why the unadjusted results and the results without the household asset index and school-related covariates are needed, I would suggest presenting just the "fully adjusted" results and basing all of your discussion and conclusions on this set of results only.

Response: We have updated the robustness analysis to also include a fourth panel with all three covariates together. We still present the robustness models with each variable separately as they allow us to test different potential pathways through which food insecurity might operate (per the Introduction sub-section starting on page 4), alone or together. We clarified this point in the text (lines 404-407)."

10\. Lines 446-447: Or that the relationship is context-specific and might vary across countries/cultures.

Response: We thank the reviewer for raising this, which we agree is an important point. We revised version of this sentence to add that the relationship may depend on the context, as well as highlight that this relation may also vary at different ages (page 21).

Reviewer \#3:

11\. Under statistical analysis, line numbers 280-284, the authors mentioned that they performed multivariate analyses. It will be helpful to know the type(s) of multivariate analyses performed and which software was used. Multivariate usually connotes that multiple independent variables predict multiple dependent variables in one model, whereas a multiple variable analysis connotes a dependent variable with multiple independent variables in one model. It will be helpful when the authors clearly state whether they performed a multivariate or multiple variable analysis.

Response: We use the term multivariate analyses to indicate that we include multiple independent variables (as opposed to bivariate) in our models. Because we immediately go on to describe the models with an equation and description, we believe this is fairly clear and straightforward for the readers. To further clarify, we have added in that software program that we used (Stata version 15.1).

12\. On lines 333, 363, the authors mentioned that they obtained 'robust confidence intervals.' It will be helpful to know how they obtained the 'robust confidence intervals' and what motivates their choice of 'robust confidence intervals.' The concern raised here relates to the earlier one raised in the methods section.

Response: We obtained robust confidence intervals by clustering the standard errors at the school level. We clarified this in the notes below the tables, adding (new text in italics): "Robust confidence intervals in parentheses based on standard errors clustered at baseline school-level".
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Household food insecurity and early childhood development: Longitudinal evidence from Ghana

PLOS ONE

Dear Dr. Aurino,

Thank you for submitting your manuscript to PLOS ONE. After careful consideration, we feel that it has merit but does not fully meet PLOS ONE's publication criteria as it currently stands. Therefore, we invite you to submit a revised version of the manuscript that addresses the points raised during the review process.

We would appreciate receiving your revised manuscript by Mar 14 2020 11:59PM. When you are ready to submit your revision, log on to <https://www.editorialmanager.com/pone/> and select the \'Submissions Needing Revision\' folder to locate your manuscript file.

If you would like to make changes to your financial disclosure, please include your updated statement in your cover letter.

To enhance the reproducibility of your results, we recommend that if applicable you deposit your laboratory protocols in protocols.io, where a protocol can be assigned its own identifier (DOI) such that it can be cited independently in the future. For instructions see: <http://journals.plos.org/plosone/s/submission-guidelines#loc-laboratory-protocols>

Please include the following items when submitting your revised manuscript:

A rebuttal letter that responds to each point raised by the academic editor and reviewer(s). This letter should be uploaded as separate file and labeled \'Response to Reviewers\'.A marked-up copy of your manuscript that highlights changes made to the original version. This file should be uploaded as separate file and labeled \'Revised Manuscript with Track Changes\'.An unmarked version of your revised paper without tracked changes. This file should be uploaded as separate file and labeled \'Manuscript\'.

Please note while forming your response, if your article is accepted, you may have the opportunity to make the peer review history publicly available. The record will include editor decision letters (with reviews) and your responses to reviewer comments. If eligible, we will contact you to opt in or out.

We look forward to receiving your revised manuscript.

Kind regards,

Yacob Zereyesus, Ph.D.

Academic Editor

PLOS ONE

Additional Editor Comments (if provided):

Thanks for revising the paper. The reviewers have raised few minor questions that require your revision. Look at the attached comments!

Regards,

\[Note: HTML markup is below. Please do not edit.\]

Reviewers\' comments:

Reviewer\'s Responses to Questions

**Comments to the Author**

1\. If the authors have adequately addressed your comments raised in a previous round of review and you feel that this manuscript is now acceptable for publication, you may indicate that here to bypass the "Comments to the Author" section, enter your conflict of interest statement in the "Confidential to Editor" section, and submit your \"Accept\" recommendation.

Reviewer \#1: All comments have been addressed

Reviewer \#2: (No Response)

Reviewer \#3: All comments have been addressed

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

2\. Is the manuscript technically sound, and do the data support the conclusions?

The manuscript must describe a technically sound piece of scientific research with data that supports the conclusions. Experiments must have been conducted rigorously, with appropriate controls, replication, and sample sizes. The conclusions must be drawn appropriately based on the data presented.

Reviewer \#1: Yes

Reviewer \#2: Yes

Reviewer \#3: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

3\. Has the statistical analysis been performed appropriately and rigorously?

Reviewer \#1: Yes

Reviewer \#2: Yes

Reviewer \#3: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

4\. Have the authors made all data underlying the findings in their manuscript fully available?

The [PLOS Data policy](http://www.plosone.org/static/policies.action#sharing) requires authors to make all data underlying the findings described in their manuscript fully available without restriction, with rare exception (please refer to the Data Availability Statement in the manuscript PDF file). The data should be provided as part of the manuscript or its supporting information, or deposited to a public repository. For example, in addition to summary statistics, the data points behind means, medians and variance measures should be available. If there are restrictions on publicly sharing data---e.g. participant privacy or use of data from a third party---those must be specified.

Reviewer \#1: Yes

Reviewer \#2: Yes

Reviewer \#3: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

5\. Is the manuscript presented in an intelligible fashion and written in standard English?

PLOS ONE does not copyedit accepted manuscripts, so the language in submitted articles must be clear, correct, and unambiguous. Any typographical or grammatical errors should be corrected at revision, so please note any specific errors here.

Reviewer \#1: Yes

Reviewer \#2: Yes

Reviewer \#3: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

6\. Review Comments to the Author

Please use the space provided to explain your answers to the questions above. You may also include additional comments for the author, including concerns about dual publication, research ethics, or publication ethics. (Please upload your review as an attachment if it exceeds 20,000 characters)

Reviewer \#1: The author has done a good job of responding to reviewers\' comments.

Reviewer \#2: It's great that the authors had the data necessary to correctly create the HHS index. They have done a nice job revising the paper to address each of my concerns. There are a few remaining minor issues, listed below, but otherwise I think the paper is well written and makes a novel contribution to the literature on the role of food insecurity in child development.

Line 166: "...and is rife with ethnic diversity..." Consider replacing the word "rife," which often has a negative connotation, to something more neutral.

Lines 163-171: Thank you for adding some additional context about the Greater Accra Region. I still think, though, that you are not completely characterizing the situation in the Greater Accra Region. Specifically, you note that (lines 149-150) "As many as 1.2 million Ghanaians are classified as food insecure and an 150 additional two million people are considered as extremely vulnerable to food insecurity (42)." However, the reference you provide for this statistic includes a map that clearly shows the Greater Accra Region categorized as the lowest percentage of people who are food insecure. Please add some information about the extent of food insecurity in the Greater Accra Region relative to the rest of the country. You could lead with this information to being the paragraph starting on line 163, and then argue, however, that your specific study districts within the Greater Accra Region are relatively disadvantaged (as you've done).

Equation 1 (line 324): I think Xi,3 should rather be Xi,1?

Line 365-366: Typo. "...being in a household that were ever food insecure..." Should either be household that was or households that were.

Line 377: Perhaps not "interesting" but rather a result of your data. In particular, given that now only \~3% of your sample is categorized as having persistent food insecurity, the size of this "bin" is very small (perhaps too small to tease out meaningful/precisely estimated associations). You may want to note this possibility in your presentation/interpretation of these results.

Reviewer \#3: (No Response)

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

7\. PLOS authors have the option to publish the peer review history of their article ([what does this mean?](https://journals.plos.org/plosone/s/editorial-and-peer-review-process#loc-peer-review-history)). If published, this will include your full peer review and any attached files.

If you choose "no", your identity will remain anonymous but your review may still be made public.

**Do you want your identity to be public for this peer review?** For information about this choice, including consent withdrawal, please see our [Privacy Policy](https://www.plos.org/privacy-policy).

Reviewer \#1: No

Reviewer \#2: No

Reviewer \#3: No

\[NOTE: If reviewer comments were submitted as an attachment file, they will be attached to this email and accessible via the submission site. Please log into your account, locate the manuscript record, and check for the action link \"View Attachments\". If this link does not appear, there are no attachment files to be viewed.\]

While revising your submission, please upload your figure files to the Preflight Analysis and Conversion Engine (PACE) digital diagnostic tool, <https://pacev2.apexcovantage.com/>. PACE helps ensure that figures meet PLOS requirements. To use PACE, you must first register as a user. Registration is free. Then, login and navigate to the UPLOAD tab, where you will find detailed instructions on how to use the tool. If you encounter any issues or have any questions when using PACE, please email us at <figures@plos.org>. Please note that Supporting Information files do not need this step.

10.1371/journal.pone.0230965.r004

Author response to Decision Letter 1

10 Feb 2020

We greatly appreciate the time that the editor and reviewers took to review our manuscript and provide additional feedback and comments, which improved our manuscript. We are glad that all the reviewers were satisfied with our revisions, and we respond to the additional comments made by Reviewer 2 below, thanking her/him for the helpful comments.

Reviewer \#2

Line 166: "...and is rife with ethnic diversity..." Consider replacing the word "rife," which often has a negative connotation, to something more neutral.

Thanks for the suggestion. We replaced the sentence with: "and it is characterized by considerable ethnic diversity given rapid internal migration"

Lines 163-171: Thank you for adding some additional context about the Greater Accra Region. I still think, though, that you are not completely characterizing the situation in the Greater Accra Region. Specifically, you note that (lines 149-150) "As many as 1.2 million Ghanaians are classified as food insecure and an 150 additional two million people are considered as extremely vulnerable to food insecurity (42)." However, the reference you provide for this statistic includes a map that clearly shows the Greater Accra Region categorized as the lowest percentage of people who are food insecure. Please add some information about the extent of food insecurity in the Greater Accra Region relative to the rest of the country. You could lead with this information to being the paragraph starting on line 163, and then argue, however, that your specific study districts within the Greater Accra Region are relatively disadvantaged (as you've done).

Thanks for the suggestion, we moved the paragraph on Accra region just after the one in which we provide general information about Ghana, so that the comparison with the rest of Ghana is clearer.

Equation 1 (line 324): I think Xi,3 should rather be Xi,1?

That is correct, thank you.

Line 365-366: Typo. "...being in a household that were ever food insecure..." Should either be household that was or households that were.

Thanks for catching the typo, we amended it.

Line 377: Perhaps not "interesting" but rather a result of your data. In particular, given that now only \~3% of your sample is categorized as having persistent food insecurity, the size of this "bin" is very small (perhaps too small to tease out meaningful/precisely estimated associations). You may want to note this possibility in your presentation/interpretation of these results.

Thanks, we agree that for outcomes such as short-term memory the predictive role of persistent food insecurity might have imprecisely estimated due to small cell size. We removed "interesting" and added this point in the discussions (see lines 465-467: "This result might be driven by small cell size in the case of persistent food insecurity, as only 3% of households were categorized as such".)
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Dear Dr. Aurino,

We are pleased to inform you that your manuscript has been judged scientifically suitable for publication and will be formally accepted for publication once it complies with all outstanding technical requirements.

Within one week, you will receive an e-mail containing information on the amendments required prior to publication. When all required modifications have been addressed, you will receive a formal acceptance letter and your manuscript will proceed to our production department and be scheduled for publication.

Shortly after the formal acceptance letter is sent, an invoice for payment will follow. To ensure an efficient production and billing process, please log into Editorial Manager at <https://www.editorialmanager.com/pone/>, click the \"Update My Information\" link at the top of the page, and update your user information. If you have any billing related questions, please contact our Author Billing department directly at <authorbilling@plos.org>.

If your institution or institutions have a press office, please notify them about your upcoming paper to enable them to help maximize its impact. If they will be preparing press materials for this manuscript, you must inform our press team as soon as possible and no later than 48 hours after receiving the formal acceptance. Your manuscript will remain under strict press embargo until 2 pm Eastern Time on the date of publication. For more information, please contact <onepress@plos.org>.

With kind regards,

Yacob Zereyesus, Ph.D.

Academic Editor

PLOS ONE

Additional Editor Comments (optional):

Reviewers\' comments:

Reviewer\'s Responses to Questions

**Comments to the Author**

1\. If the authors have adequately addressed your comments raised in a previous round of review and you feel that this manuscript is now acceptable for publication, you may indicate that here to bypass the "Comments to the Author" section, enter your conflict of interest statement in the "Confidential to Editor" section, and submit your \"Accept\" recommendation.

Reviewer \#2: All comments have been addressed

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

2\. Is the manuscript technically sound, and do the data support the conclusions?

The manuscript must describe a technically sound piece of scientific research with data that supports the conclusions. Experiments must have been conducted rigorously, with appropriate controls, replication, and sample sizes. The conclusions must be drawn appropriately based on the data presented.

Reviewer \#2: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

3\. Has the statistical analysis been performed appropriately and rigorously?

Reviewer \#2: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

4\. Have the authors made all data underlying the findings in their manuscript fully available?

The [PLOS Data policy](http://www.plosone.org/static/policies.action#sharing) requires authors to make all data underlying the findings described in their manuscript fully available without restriction, with rare exception (please refer to the Data Availability Statement in the manuscript PDF file). The data should be provided as part of the manuscript or its supporting information, or deposited to a public repository. For example, in addition to summary statistics, the data points behind means, medians and variance measures should be available. If there are restrictions on publicly sharing data---e.g. participant privacy or use of data from a third party---those must be specified.

Reviewer \#2: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

5\. Is the manuscript presented in an intelligible fashion and written in standard English?

PLOS ONE does not copyedit accepted manuscripts, so the language in submitted articles must be clear, correct, and unambiguous. Any typographical or grammatical errors should be corrected at revision, so please note any specific errors here.

Reviewer \#2: Yes

\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*\*

6\. Review Comments to the Author

Please use the space provided to explain your answers to the questions above. You may also include additional comments for the author, including concerns about dual publication, research ethics, or publication ethics. (Please upload your review as an attachment if it exceeds 20,000 characters)

Reviewer \#2: (No Response)
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7\. PLOS authors have the option to publish the peer review history of their article ([what does this mean?](https://journals.plos.org/plosone/s/editorial-and-peer-review-process#loc-peer-review-history)). If published, this will include your full peer review and any attached files.

If you choose "no", your identity will remain anonymous but your review may still be made public.

**Do you want your identity to be public for this peer review?** For information about this choice, including consent withdrawal, please see our [Privacy Policy](https://www.plos.org/privacy-policy).
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Dear Dr. Aurino:

I am pleased to inform you that your manuscript has been deemed suitable for publication in PLOS ONE. Congratulations! Your manuscript is now with our production department.

If your institution or institutions have a press office, please notify them about your upcoming paper at this point, to enable them to help maximize its impact. If they will be preparing press materials for this manuscript, please inform our press team within the next 48 hours. Your manuscript will remain under strict press embargo until 2 pm Eastern Time on the date of publication. For more information please contact <onepress@plos.org>.

For any other questions or concerns, please email <plosone@plos.org>.

Thank you for submitting your work to PLOS ONE.
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PLOS ONE Editorial Office Staff
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Academic Editor
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